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As the most successful work of Michael Ondaatje, The English Patient has 
attracted lots of attention at home and abroad since its publication in 1992. Many 
scholars have done profound studies about its multiple features, including its identity 
theme, trauma theme, narration style, intertextuality, political issues, etc. However, 
the most attractive and popular research perspective is the postcolonial point of view. 
Based on previous studies, this thesis intends to apply postcolonial theory to study the 
trauma theme of The English Patient through a minute examination of the four 
characters’ trauma including its symptoms, roots as well as ways of healing.  
The English Patient mainly deals with four marginalized characters’ traumatic 
experiences during WWⅡ. All of them are forced to join the war, which brings each 
of them different trauma, including the value conflict, emotional turmoil and spiritual 
paralysis for the English patient; silence, loneliness and disillusionment for Kirpal 
Singh; indifference and desperation for Hana; as well as mutilation and revenge for 
Caravaggio. Suffering from these traumatic experiences, these four get together in a 
devastated Italian villa, constituting a small and harmonious community, which is 
conducive to their recovery from trauma.  
Their trauma seems to directly arise from WWⅡ, yet essentially, it is rooted in 
colonialism since these four are from different colonized countries and are more or 
less influenced by colonization. Thus, the four characters’ trauma, rooted in colonial 
domination, is colonial trauma by nature. Apart from presenting the symptoms of 
colonial trauma, The English Patient further critiques the ideological manipulation 
implemented by the colonizers, and attempts to search for ways of resisting colonial 
domination and healing from colonial trauma. 
While employing postcolonial theory to study the trauma theme in The English 
Patient, this thesis analyzes the four characters’ symptoms of trauma in detail, 















are also examined from the postcolonial point of view. To be specific, the roots of the 
four characters’ colonial trauma encompass the deprivation of speaking rights, the 
cultural hegemony implemented by the colonizers, and the loss of individual identities. 
With regard to how to recover from this trauma, the following four ways are 
suggested in this novel: speaking and listening within a harmonious community, 
advocating cultural hybridity as opposed to Euro-centric ideology, building a 
harmonious world without boundaries, and reconstructing colonial history.  
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Michael Ondaatje, a famous contemporary Canadian writer, was born in Sri Lanka 
in 1943. He left for England in 1954 with his mother, and then moved to Canada when 
he was 19. This nomad-like life experience in his early years gave him chances of 
getting familiar with both the first-world and the third-world people, their customs 
and cultures, and provided him with numerous inspirations for his future writing. 
Ondaatje began his career as a poet when he was 24 years old, and published his first 
novel Coming through Slaughter in 1976. As a prolific author, up to now Ondaatje has 
produced 6 novels and 14 poetry collections, as well as three films. Numerous awards 
have also come to him on account of these works: the Governor General’s Award for 
The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970), the 1988 City of Toronto Book Award for 
In the Skin of a Lion (1987), the 2000 Giller Prize and the 2001 Irish Times 
International Fiction Prize for Anil’s Ghost (2000). With the publication of The 
English Patient in 1992, Ondaatje became the first Canadian to win the internationally 
renowned Booker Prize. In addition, this novel was adapted into a Hollywood film in 
1996 by Anthony Minghella in cooperation with Ondaatje himself, and won nine 
awards at the 69th Academy Awards Ceremony. Even though the release of this film 
arouses great controversy in the academic field, it is still a wonderful accomplishment. 
These achievements establish Ondaatje’s position in Canadian literature as an 
outstanding novelist and poet. Subsequently, studies about The English Patient have 
emerged rapidly and profusely since 1992, and further studies on Michael Ondaatje 
still attract critical attention at home and abroad. 
Critics unanimously regard Ondaatje as a postcolonial writer. Boeherm defines 
“postcolonial writer” as follows: 
… the generic postcolonial writer is more likely to be a cultural traveler, or 
an ‘extra-territorial’, than a national. Ex-colonial by birth, ‘Third World’ in 















within the precincts of the Western metropolis while at the same time 
retaining thematic and/or political connections with a national, ethnic, or 
regional background. (227) 
On account of Ondaatje’s life experience as well as his oeuvres, he is considered a 
postcolonial writer. Born in Sri Lanka, Ondaatje received education in Britain when 
he was nine years old and has been living in Canada since 1962, which offers him 
plentiful opportunities to learn cultures of the colonized world as well as those of the 
colonial world. Thus, his writing contains universal subjects, such as “in-between” 
identity, culture and history. Furthermore, Ondaatje always taps into those minor 
characters in history or those who do not usually get written about in the mainstream 
history. In Ondaatje’s eyes, centering on the minor group is a way of “unearthing, 
baring history” (Wachtel 257, 252). Thus, the international appeal concerning the 
third world people permeates his works. Additionally, Ondaatje is introduced as the 
first Asian postcolonial writer in The English Postcolonial Literature Studies by Ren 
Yiming and Zhai Shijing, who claim that The English Patient is acknowledged as 
“one of the classics of postcolonial fiction” (120).  
As a matter of fact, The English Patient brings to the foreground the position of 
the colonized nations that also participate in the war. Ondaatje casts glimpses into the 
life and traumatic experiences of individuals from the colonized countries: Kirpal 
Singh from India colonized by the British; Hana and Caravaggio from Canada, a 
once-colonized country; and the English patient from Hungary. Even though none of 
them is English and all of them are categorized as marginal figures in the mainstream 
history, they are portrayed as main characters in this novel. The British 
couple—Clifton and Katherine historically belonging to the dominant group—are 
described as minor figures in this novel and appear in the patient’s narration indirectly 
rather than show up in person. This unusual design reflects Ondaatje’s concern for the 
third world people rather than only the people from the ruling class. Marred by the 
English in one way or another, the protagonists are all “patients of the English” and 
each in his or her own way tries to find an identity beyond the protection of or 
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